Backchannel signals in Arabic conversational exchanges are unaccounted for either in form or in function. The primary objective of this research is therefore to describe the structure and function of those naturally occurring uttered phrases used in conversational exchanges for expressing approval or active engagement in the interaction. To achieve this purpose a corpus consisting of spontaneous conversational exchanges were recorded. The recordings were meant to represent typical family settings in which interaction usually takes place between close relatives or friends: males or females. The conversations were classified into types which represent conversational exchanges between women and men, and children. Reference is made to difficulties experienced by Arab learners of English when talking to Englishspeaking interlocutors, as a result of the differences in backchannel signals.
Introduction
Backchannel signals in Arabic conversational exchanges are unaccounted for either in form or in function. The primary objective of this research is therefore to describe occurrence, structure and function of those naturally occurring uttered phrases used in conversational exchanges for expressing approval or active engagement in the interaction. Unlike English, backchannel words or phrases that provide 'feedback' to the speaker and their concomitant effect on how the information is presented is not very well-known to Arab interlocutors. Less well known is how backchannel behavior helps facilitate turn-taking, and keeps the conversation to go 'on track' by drawing attention to, and understanding of, what the speaker is saying. Wales (2001) defines 'feedback' as "the process whereby a receiver's reactions to a message are picked up by the sender and monitored, so that adjustments can be made if necessary"(ibid: 147). Coulthard, M. (1992) maintains that backchannels are used to acknowledge, accept, or endorse information stated by the interlocutor. Yule (1998) stresses the point that backchannels are "vocal indications of attention" (ibid: 127). Goffman (1976) maintained that backchannel signals are words or short utterances that provide feed back to the dominant interlocutor by indicating that the other participant in the conversation is still engaged in the conversation.
There seems a consensus of opinion among researchers in the field of spoken discourse that backchannels are devices used by an interlocutor to acknowledge or encourage participants in a conversation to continue talking (cf. Stenstrom, 1994:5) . The English little words such as m, mhm, yes, yeah signal active engagement in a conversational exchange; they are indicative of message reception and acceptance.
Arabic backchannel signals, as features typical of spoken interaction, have not yet been investigated. The primary purpose of this study is therefore to explore what backchannels are used in typical Arabic conversational exchanges.
Objectives
(i) to identify words and or lexical phrases or stereotyped utterances which are used to encourage the speaker to continue talking (ii) to explore the various forms, functions and gender impact if any, on the selection of backchannels.
(iv) to show the frequency of backchannels in Arabic conversational exchange
The Corpus
The corpus of this study consists of conversations between dyads of two speakers each. The conversations were labeled 'female-female' (F1 -F2, F-3--F-4, male-male, M5-M6), and adult-child (A7-C8) and child-child (C9-C10). The recordings produced for each conversation were of good quality. They were conducted in natural settings between close friends or family members.
Procedure
There are basically two kinds of free utterances with which backchannels are closely linked; they are distinguished by position of utterance i.e. whether it is first utterance on a new theme or whether it is second utterance on a theme already given or introduced. The first type is called 'stimulus' (St) and the second type is called 'response'(R). In Jordanian spoken Arabic, back channels which serve to raise the degree of interest for further conversation may be identified on formal, positional and semantic grounds. Formally, they are morphologically simple free forms which could occur independently. Unlike other Arabic open word classes whose roots are subject to morphological processes of derivation by infixation and/or suffixation, backchannel words are invariable; they cannot undergo any of the morphological processes which members of other word classes can. For example; backchannel words such as /?a:/ aah 'Okay', /Tajjib/ 'all right/ cannot undergo nominal formations with the nominal suffixes -uun, -aat. (In this context, one needs to point out that the words 'Taybeen, Tayba:t , ?aahaat' occurring elsewhere belong to a different lexical entry and have nothing to do with the backchannel words under discussion). Similar to other invariable words in the language, backchannel words seem to have little 'meaning' in themselves and constitute a closed class in that the number of items in this class is finite and the items are related in such a way that alterations or replacement by other members are not possible.
Positionally, the identification of backchannel items is best achieved by considering the structurally meaningful places which they typically occupy in 'response' sentences. A backchannel item typically occurs initially in response to a 'stimulus'. Semantically, backchannel words show greater interest and a positive reaction to what is being said.
Within the framework described above, it is possible to recognize three classes of backchannel words/ phrases: (i) Vocalizations such as (uh-huh, mhm, hmmmmm) (ii) 'Continuers' which facilitate turn-taking and keeps the conversation 'on track' e.g. (?aa,eeh, 9an 3add,) (iii) 'Intensifiers' such as emphasizing words and lexical phrases used to express understanding, appreciation and to some extent admiration of what the speaker is saying. These items are closely linked structurally to a preceding utterance. e.g. 'bi3annin' 'fantastic', 9azi: m 'great' ,?akiid 'sure', bizzabT 'precisely', ja bayy ma (?alazzik)/' How nice you are'
The following tables display occurrence, percentage and function of back channel words in each text:
International Journal of Linguistics ISSN 1948 -5425 2013 Table 1 lists the number and percentage of occurrence of backchannels in 'response' sentences. ISSN 1948 -5425 2013 Table 2 shows the number of occurrence of Arabic backchannels
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In Text 2 (conversational exchange between female and female) Partly disagreeing 6.6 Table 4 shows back channels occurring in instance of adult-child conversation. Table 5 shows frequency of backchannels in a conversational exchange between child and child
Discussion
In everyday conversation, speech contains words and lexical formulae which serve the sole purpose of maintaining social friendly relationships. There exist in Arabic a number of forms whose function is to indicate to the speaker that the listener is still engaged in the conversation. They typically function as (i) 'continuers' i.e. encouraging further conversation (ii) ' one-word emphasizing ' i.e. serving to indicate understanding of a previous talk and (iii) 'utterance -emphasizing, i.e. serving to intensify the degree of attention called to the utterance as a whole.
In terms of the relative frequency of occurrence, the following list of backchannel words crop up as the most frequent in conversational exchanges. ISSN 1948 -5425 2013 
International Journal of Linguistics

Backchannel words: /?a:/  /?a:/?aa
It is the most frequent backchannel; it occupies top position in all the percentages calculated for all conversations. The English translation equivalent to /?a:/ is 'okay' ,'yes' .
Examples:
FI -F2
A. win3iib B.M., ?usukti 'well get B.M. , calm down. 
Backchannel words: Tayyib
Tayyib
The word /Tayyib/ is very frequent at the beginning of a turn. In contrast with /?a:/ it does not act as a direct response to a question, e.g.,
M4 -M5
A. ha:t laŠuuf . 'Let me see' /Tayyib/ sometimes acts as a direct response to a command, e.g. ISSN 1948 -5425 2013 
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Backchannel words: Hmmm
Hmmm
Backchannel cues include vocalizations m-m -mhm , hmmmm which indicate agreement with what the speaker has said; they express willingness for more active engagement in a conversational exchange e.g.
A-7-C8
A. The types of speech acts with which hmmm are linked are 'Directives' i.e attempts to get the hearer to do something as shown above.
F1-F2
A. d3ibt twiids zeiti 'I bought an olive tweeds' B. uhuh A. u d3ibt 3akeet karmiidi Tawiil., 'and I bought a long karmiidi 3aket, u 3ibt banTaloon zeiti loo west ' and a low west olive trousers.'
B. uhuh
International Journal of Linguistics ISSN 1948 -5425 2013 In a conversation, it is important to let the person know if what he is saying is satisfactory or to the point. The word SaHH is used by the speaker as a discourse tag with the following functions;
(i) It enables the speaker to carry the conversation further by eliciting a response from the hearer, where a tagless declarative (without SaHH) would not achieve this end e.g.
F3-F4
A. bidna mudarris qadiir qaadir 9ala ?idaarit ISSaff, SaHH.
A. 'We want a qualified teacher to control the class, don't we?' B. SaHH, SaHH, SaHH 'That's right, that's right'
(ii) It is used to reinforce the belief that the listener has the same opinion or feeling as the speaker e.g A. ?akiid inti bitHibbi ilmansaf, SaHH? 'You love mansaf, don't you' B. SaH, SaHH.'true', 'that's right' (iii) SaHH can also be used to show reaction to something that someone has just said, e.g to show interest , surprise, or anger, e.g.
A. inti lbisti iTTa?m issakani il?aSiir, SaHH. 'You've put on the grey suit, don't you? u ruHti fii 9al3aam9a, SaHH, SaHH? 'You've gone to the university wearing it, haven't you?' B. SaHH, SaHH. 'right'
Backchannel words: 9an 3add
 9an 3add
Backchannel 9an 3add is very common in women's speech. It is used to facilitate turn-taking and to maintain continuous flow of conversation e.g. turn-taking behavior. They have a crucial role in keeping the conversation 'on track' Use and frequency of these signals in conversational exchanges is culture-specific. The data shows a higher frequency of occurrence of vocalizations hmmm,mmm and the backchannel signal /?a:/ in adult-child and child-child conversational exchanges. There is a tendency for women to use more emphasizing backchannel words and phrases than men Backchannels such as 9an 3add. ya bajj ma ….and yee /ji:/ are of higher frequency in women's than in men's speech. The following table displays the relative frequency of backchannel signals distributed according conversational exchange type: The table shows that?aah and Tayyib are the most frequently used back channels. Clearly, they crop up as frequent devices used in conversational exchanges. The highest percentage of their use is in the text C9-C10 followed by A7-C8 in which children are involved in the exchange.
The items ballah and 9an 3add could be considered gender-specific because they are used frequently in the text types (F1-F2) and (F3-F4).
Pedagogic Implications
An important aspect of an English conversational exchange is how participants respond to given stimuli. It is important to let an interlocutor know whether what he is saying is to the point(cf Mitchell, et al 1989: 66 ) . A participant is expected to respond to other participants' ideas and to express both agreement and disagreement. In both languages Arabic and English agreeing is easy. It is enough to say 'yes', or even simply to nod. However; beyond that, the devices and strategies adopted for emphasizing agreement or disagreement are quite different.
In a lively conversation involving English and Arab participants, the backchannels used by Arab interlocutors are expected to be expressed in ways that are appropriate to the Arabic conversational setting, That is to say agreement or disagreement is signaled by the use of 'me too', 'really', or 'yes indeed'. Although the English participants in a given conversational exchange may depend on other visual cues to understand the 'gist of the message', the inappropriate response the 'unexpected' Arabic translation-equivalents of
Arabic response lexical signals can affect mutual intelligibility and meaningful performance.
